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Low Carb Low Down: Facts About the Fad
Chris Bollinger
Abstract: The low carb diet is one of the most popular diets in nutrition. However, different sources will provide varying strategies for
achieving a carb diet. The parameters of a typical low carb diet, the positive and negative side effects of the diet, and its practicality should
be understood before one begins this diet.

W

hen the words “low carb diet” are typed into Google,
32,400,000 results are generated. The results include websites touting low carbohydrate (LC) diets as the ideal diet for a
healthy lifestyle, while others condemn it as ineffective and potentially dangerous. These conflicting viewpoints lead to confusion about what a LC diet consists of and what consequences,
both positive and negative, are associated with the diet. Even the
medical community maintains varying opinions on LC diets.
There are people throughout the media who muddle the information provided to patients by presenting the diet as a fad or
having legitimate medical use without comprehending the clinical data. These diets affect an array of people in differing ways
and the average person must be aware of both the positive and
negative side effects before attempting a LC diet.
Typically, the goal of LC diets is weight loss caused by limiting
glucose intake. Glucose is the body’s main fuel source. When
blood insulin levels drop due to limited glucose intake, the body
is forced to burn fat.1 In addition, LC diets involve higher protein
ingestion, which provides the body with more energy and induces a sustained feeling of satiety.2 In order to achieve these
results, carbohydrate consumption needs to substantially
decrease.
The FDA recommends the average person to consume 300
grams of carbohydrates per day in his or her diet.3 According to
Dietitian Kristine Sullivan, the typical LC diet calls for no more
than 30-50 grams of carbohydrates per meal, roughly translating
to 5% of a person’s daily food consumption (K. Sullivan, MS in
dietetics, oral communication, September 26, 2017).1 However,
the number of recommended carbohydrates varies from diet to
diet with some LC diets still allowing up to 30% of a patient's
intake to be carbohydrates.2,5
Due to the heavy restriction on carbohydrates, those on a LC diet
must compensate by consuming increased levels of protein and
fat. The exact percentages of these macronutrients vary based
on diet plan, but typically the diet is either focused on high-fat
content or high-protein content. This translates to 40% of daily
energy intake coming from fat for high-fat, LC diets or 25% of
energy intake from protein for high-protein, LC diets.2,5 Regardless of the specific diet plan a LC diet typically consists of high
amounts of eggs, meats, and low-starch vegetables.1 Conversely,
fruits, grains, and starchy vegetables are normally excluded from
LC diets.1 Sufficient water intake, including thirteen cups daily for
adult men and nine cups daily for adult women, is another

essential part in ensuring any diet success (K. Sullivan, MS in
dietetics, oral communication, September 26, 2017).6
One of the more popular LC diet plans comes from a Swedish
physician, Dr. Andreas Eenfedlt who is the self-proclaimed “diet
doctor” and operates a popular LC diet blog.7 While it should be
noted that Dr. Eenfedlt’s website does have a clear bias towards
the efficacy of LC diets, his website does lay out what a popular
LC meal plan looks like. In the basic meal plan he blogs about
his recommendation for egg-based breakfast dishes such as frittatas and omelets. Lunches and dinners consist of either fatheavy or protein-heavy meals featuring chicken, salmon, or beef.
All the meals laid out in his diet plan contain less than 15 grams
of carbohydrates, which falls under the typical LC
recommendation of 30-50 grams of carbohydrates per meal.1,8
As with any diet, LC diets have both positive and negative side
effects due to their deficiency of one of the macronutrients. A
benefit associated with LC diets is quick and rapid weight loss.
Patients maintaining a LC diet display an average weight reduction of 6.2 kilograms over a period ranging from 6 months to a
year.4 Similar studies found when compared to other diets, LC
diets have a greater effect on short term weight loss.4,5,8
Additionally, participants saw a decrease in blood pressure.4
Another study done in 2009 illustrated the effectiveness of LC
diets on the lowering of patients’ blood triglyceride levels.8 LC
diets may also aid in the treatment of some chronic illnesses
including epilepsy, chronic seizures, and type 2 diabetes. Studies
show children diagnosed with epilepsy or chronic seizures see a
decrease in the frequency of seizures after implementation of a
LC diet.9 One study found that children on a carbohydrate
restricted diet saw an average reduction in epileptic seizures by
38% and some patients experience reductions in seizures of up
to 90%.9 LC diets help type 2 diabetics maintain healthy insulin
levels and show potential in normalizing blood glucose levels.10
Despite all the benefits and medical uses for LC diets, people
who adhere to a LC diet long-term can face negative side effects.
One study conducted over two years indicated that LC diets are
ineffective in lowering bad cholesterol levels when compared to
other diets.5 This study also illustrated that weight loss in participants on LC diets plateaued after a little over a year. In the
end, the LC diets were found to present no significant benefit
when compared to more traditional low-fat diets. In addition,
the same study found that adherence to the diet decreased significantly over the course of the study. Many patients cited how
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they struggled to meet the stringent nutrient requirements of
the diet.5 The previously mentioned study that focused on the
diet’s effect on epilepsy indicated similar issues with adherence
as many participants dropped out before the study concluded.9
Sullivan expressed similar opinions and highlighted other issues
concerning LC diets. In her experience, she has seen similar
problems with compliance to the diet, predominantly due to its
restrictive nature (K. Sullivan, MS in dietetics, oral
communication, September 26, 2017). Labeling a certain food
group as “off-limits” can create a scenario where the person on
the diet may crave the restricted food or food group. Sullivan
attributes the weight loss on these diets to a loss of water
weight, often meaning the weight loss is temporary. The weight
loss is also temporary because LC diets negatively impact
patients’ metabolisms and cause a regain in the weight after
terminating the diet. Reaching the daily recommended value of
fiber can be another challenge for people on LC diets. Patients
remove fiber heavy vegetables and fruits due to the amount of
carbohydrates found within them (K. Sullivan, MS in dietetics,
oral communication, September 26, 2017).
Depression is another adverse effect associated with the use of
LC diets (K. Sullivan, MS in dietetics, oral communication,
September 26, 2017).11 When glucose is consumed, it triggers
the body to release serotonin which has a positive effect on an
individual’s mood. Restricting glucose causes a drop in serotonin
and can result in feelings of depression (K. Sullivan, MS in
dietetics, oral communication, September 26, 2017).11
While depression is a potential harmful side effect of LC diets, so
is a condition called ketoacidosis. Ketoacidosis occurs when
people on LC diets restrict their carbohydrate intake to less than
20 grams per day while also consuming too much fat. This
combination results in the body building up fatty ketones in the
bloodstream as a result of low glucose availability. Similar to that
of a diabetic episode, symptoms include extremely low blood
insulin levels, severe abdominal pain and vomiting.11,12 These
symptoms have shown to subside once the patient begins a
more balanced diet regimen; however, the condition can be lifethreatening if not resolved.10,12
Ultimately, LC diets are neither an ideal everyday diet nor a totally baseless fad. LC diets should not be totally dismissed as
they possess medical benefits to those with certain chronic conditions and help with rapid weight loss. However, due to several
issues associated with the diet including depression, ketoacidosis, lack of compliance and maintained results, Sullivan
expressed her lack of recommendation of LC diets for her
patients (K. Sullivan, MS in dietetics, oral communication,
September 26, 2017). For the average person trying to lose
weight in a healthy and permanent way, a LC diet may bring
about fast results, however those results will only last as long as
the restrictive diet can be maintained.

References
1.

Low-carb diet: Can it help you lose weight. Mayo Clinic
website. http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthylifestyle/weight-loss/in-depth/low-carb-diet/art-20045831.
August 2017. Accessed September 18, 2017.
2. Busetto L, Marangon M, De Stefano F. High-protein lowcarbohydrate diets: what is the rationale?. Diabetes Metab.
2011;27(2):230-232. doi:10.1002/dmrr.1171.
3. Nutrition Information for Raw Fruits, Vegetables, and Fish.
FDA Website.
https://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/
LabelingNutrition/ucm114222.htm. August 2015. Accessed
October 20, 2017.
4. Nordmann AJ, Nordmann A, Briel M, et al. Effects of lowcarbohydrate vs low-fat diets on weight loss and
cardiovascular risk factors. Arch Intern Med.
2006;166(3):285-293. doi:10.1001/archinte.166.3.285.
5. Sacks FM, Bray GA, Carey VJ, et al. Comparison of WeightLoss Diets with Different Compositions of Fat, Protein, and
Carbohydrates. N Engl J Med. 2009;360:859-873.
doi:10.1056/NEJMoa0804748.
6. Jahns L. Water: An Important Part of a Healthy Winter Diet.
USDA website. https://www.ars.usda.gov/plainsarea/gfnd/gfhnrc/docs/news-2012/water-an-importantpart-of-a-healthy-winter-diet/. August 2016. Accessed
October 20, 2017.
7. Diet doctor team. 14-day low-carb diet meal plan. Diet
doctor website. https://www.dietdoctor.com/lowcarb/diet-meal-plan. August 2017. Accessed October 17,
2017.
8. Brinkworth G, Noakes M, Buckley J, et al. Long-term effects
of a very-low-carbohydrate weight loss diet compared
with an isocaloric low-fat diet after 12 months. Am J Clin
Nutr. 2009;90(1):23-32. doi: 10.3945/ajcn.2008.27326.
9. Neal EG, Chaffe H, Schwartz RH, et al. The ketogenic diet
for the treatment of childhood epilepsy: a randomized
controlled trial. Lancet Neurol. 2008;7(6):500-506.
doi:10.1016/S1474-4422(08)70092-9.
10. Gannon MC. Nuttall FQ. Effect of a High-Protein, LowCarbohydrate Diet on Blood Glucose Control in People
with Type 2 Diabetes. Diabetes. 2004;53(9):2375-2382.
doi:10.2337/diabetes.53.9.2375.
11. Shah P, Isley W. Ketoacidosis During a Low-Carbohydrate
Diet. N Engl J Med. 2006; 354:97-98.
doi:10.1056/NEJMc052709.
12. Chalasani S, Fischer J. South Beach Diet associated
ketoacidosis: a case report. Open J Clin Med Case Rep.
2008; 2:45.doi:10.1186/1752-1947-2-45.

2|h t t p :/ / d i g i t a lc om m on s. b u t l e r . e d u / b u w e l l/

